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ABSTRACT 



This report presents the compilation of information gathered 



from hearings and oversight activities held in 1999 and 2000. Its primary 
focus is on the underlying policies behind success in education at all levels 
of government: policies that put student performance first. It offers the 
troubling news that for the first time since the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress began measuring academic achievement 30 years ago, an 
entire decade passed without significant and substantial gains. During the 
1990s, achievement leveled off in most grades and subject areas and 
achievement gaps have not narrowed despite intensive federal efforts to 
target funds to disadvantaged students. In fact, for the last 12 years, most 
achievement gaps have been widening, and the gains made during the 1970s and 
1980s were lost. The text argues that the current federal role does not 
reward results and that many federal education dollars were devoted to 
unproven programs. The report suggests that schools and districts be given 
more flexibility in the use of federal funds, that the amount of regulation 
in running the schools be lessened, that parents be empowered, that everyone 
is afforded access to a high-quality education, and that the money spent at 
the Department of Education is done so with integrity. (RJM) 



Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made 
from the original document. 
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INTRODUCTION 



T he Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations of the Committee on 
Education and the Workforce issued the report Education at a Crossroads: 
What Works and What ’s Wasted in Education Today, by a vote of 5 to 2 on 
July 17, 1998. The report documented key findings from 22 Congressional 
hearings featuring 237 witnesses who testified about what works in education. 
Four themes emerged: 

03 parental empowerment and involvement; 

£0 local control; 

£3 dollars to the classroom; and 
£3 a focus on basic academics. 

Since publishing the Crossroads report, the Subcommittee has continued to 
hold hearings in Washington, D.C. and around the country to hear about what is 
working in education and what needs to change. The Subcommittee has also 
worked to ensure that the U.S. Department of Education does not waste tax dollars 
through its financial mismanagement, wasteful spending or fraudulent practices. 
Additionally, studies and reports released since the publication of Crossroads 
underscore the need for all levels of government to narrow achievement gaps so 
that no child is left behind. 

This report seeks to build on the Subcommittee’s findings by compiling 
information gathered from hearings and oversight activities held in 1999 and 2000. 
Its primary focus concerns the underlying policies behind success in education at 
all levels of government: policies that put student performance first. Still, the goal 
of the Crossroads project remains the same: to make a case for change in federal 
education programs, and in the Department of Education - a change that will 
improve the quality of education for all children in America. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



THE ROAD TO EXCELLENCE 




In Education at a Crossroads: What Works and What's Wasted in Education 
Today, the Subcommittee reported that America's education system is at the 



Zsa intersection of two paths: one leading to excellence, the other to mediocrity. 



Through hearings and extensive research, the Subcommittee examined the characteristics 
of schools and districts that lead down the road to excellence as well as down the road to 
mediocrity - what is wasted in education. 



During the 106 th Congress, the Subcommittee has continued to look beyond the 
crossroads toward states, districts, and schools that have emerged as shining examples of 
excellence over the last two decades. How have they achieved excellence? By 
implementing policies that put student performance first. 



We’re Not There Yet: The Stagnant Nineties End Decades of Growth 



For the first time since the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
began measuring academic achievement 30 years ago, an entire decade has passed without 
significant and substantial achievement gains. Since the release of the previous 
Crossroads report, student achievement data has been released that gives us a complete 
picture of achievement over the last decade. The data shows that apart from some very 
small gains in math scores, achievement has leveled off in most grades and subject areas. 
This is after gains made during the 1970s and 80s. More troubling is that achievement 
gaps have not narrowed, despite intensive federal efforts to target funds to 
disadvantaged students. For example: 

> In 1998, NAEP reading scores for 4 th and 12 th graders failed to improve over their 
1992 levels. 1 



> Long-term trend NAEP scores for 1999 report only small, but statistically 
significant, gains in math scores for students aged 9 and 13. 2 

> 58 percent of disadvantaged children in 4th grade scored at the "below basic" level 
on the 1998 National NAEP Reading exam. 3 



1 National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP 1998 Heading Report Card for the Nation and the States, 
U.S. Department of Education, (Washington, D.C., March 1999), p. 17. 

2 National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP 1999 Trends in Academic Progress, U.S. Department of 
Education, (Washington, D.C., August 2000), p. xi. 



Ibid, p. 81. 
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> American 12th graders outperformed only two out of 21 nations in mathematics 
(Cyprus and South Africa); 4 Not one country scored below the United States on the 
assessment of advanced mathematics. In Physics, 12 th grade scores were also at 
the bottom. 

Inequitable Achievement Gains 

Unlike the 1970s and 1980s, the 1990s have witnessed little or no reduction in 
achievement gaps. For the last 12 years, most achievement gaps have actually been 
widening, and the gains made during the 70s and 80s are beginning to evaporate. In just 
about every age group and subject the gaps have grown since 1986. 

> Achievement gaps between White and African American 9-year-old students have 
not narrowed since 1975. The thirteen-year-old score gap in reading narrowed to 
its lowest -18 points - in 1988, and have since widened to 29 points in 1999. For 17- 
year-old students, the gap in reading was also its lowest in 1988 - 20 points - and 
has since widened to 31 points in 1999. 5 

> Over the past decade, the disparity between African American and White SAT 
scores increased by 3 points on the verbal section and 8 points on the math 
portion. 6 



Frustration With the Status Quo 

According to Public Agenda, “the prevailing view is that public education as a whole 
is in bad shape and renewed efforts are needed to fix it." For example, 

> 52 percent think local private schools do a better job of educating students - only 
19 percent think public schools are better. 7 



4 The Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) represents the most extensive 
investigation of mathematics and science education ever conducted. The study is sponsored by the 
International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, and is funded by the National 
Science Foundation and the National Center for Education Statistics. 

5 National Center for Education Statistics, Trends in Academic Performance: Three Decades of Student 
Performance, U.S. Department of Education, (Washington, D.C., August 2000), p.37. 

6 David Hoff, "Sap Widens Between Black and White Students on NAEP," Education Week , September 6, 2000. 

7 On Thin Ice, Public Agenda Online, www.publicagenda.org/specials/vouchers/voucherfindings6.htm. 
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